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Introduction
The arrival of the Portuguese in India at the end of 15th century 
marks the beginning of a significant period of bilateral cultural 
exchange of quilting concepts, designs and techniques.  As early 
as the 4th century BCE, India had developed a rich and varied 
textile tradition recognized internationally. Subsequent to the 
Portuguese opening the trade route around the Cape of Good 
Hope in 1498, many Europeans voyaged to India in search of 
trade opportunities. However, it was the Portuguese who initially 
explored the potential of Indian embroidered textiles, including 
quilts. “It was their familiarity with Islamic and Judaic culture 
which enabled the new arrivals to interact with the local elite 
and access the sophisticated production of the karkhanas (royal 
workshops.)”1
The intent of this paper is to examine the mutual exchange of 
design concepts, motifs and techniques evidenced in both Indian 
domestic quiltmaking and the quilts made in India for colonial 
offshore markets. This paper also surveys the origins of design, 
the techniques employed and the context in which the quilts were 
produced.
The Europeans produced quilts not only at Satgaon, but also 
other locations on the subcontinent. This paper investigates these 
locations and their quilts types in hopes of better identifying the 
few remaining examples in collections worldwide. 
The Historical, Social and Economic Context
“The sixteenth century was marked by two dramatic 
developments in India’s cultural history: the beginnings of 
European involvement in India’s international trade and the 
establishment of the Mughal empire.” A third, and at times 
1  Varadarajan, Lotika 16th Century Synthesis to Contemporary Glo-
balization. Exhibition Notes
overlooked development was the richly maturing Vijayanagar 
Empire ruled from Hampi, Karnataka. It was within this social, 
political, religious and economic climate that the Portuguese and 
other colonialists produced a distinctive group of embroidered 
quilts that have come to be known by various names: Bengalla 
quilts, Satgaon quilts, and those included under the broader 
heading of colcha. They have also been termed Indo-Portuguese; 
however, Irwin notes that this term is misleading and thus 
categorizes them as “objects made in Portugal by immigrant 
oriental craftsmen; works by Portuguese craftsmen resident in the 
East; and thirdly, works of ‘genuine oriental industry’ made in 
the East under Portuguese patronage.”2 The quilts explored here 
include those manufactured in India for European interests, i.e., 
the British and Dutch. Yet, what inspired this textile production? 
Where did the Portuguese see indigenous works? Who was 
producing them, and under what conditions? These questions, 
along with those raised by Palchoudhury and Dutta in Satgaon 
Quilts: An Initial Study, are addressed in this paper.
Where the quilts were made, who made them and for whom 
sheds significant light on the cross-cultural design features 
incorporated in these textile masterworks. Due to the lack of 
extensive documentation on quilt production of the period, 
it is worthwhile to reexamine the secondary sources in a 
historical and economic context. Therefore, pertinent time-
lines, European travel documents, records compiled by Indian 
residents and other art forms are investigated for clues that will 
lend an understanding of their design features. Additionally, the 
karkhanas are examined to shed light on one of the probable 
sources of quilt production for the European colonials.  
In his article, Trade in Pre-Colonial Bengal, Biplab Dasgupta3 
makes a persuasive argument that “External trade was never 
2  Irwin, John. (Dec., 1955), Reflections on Indo-Portuguese Art. The 
Burlington Magazine, Vol. 97, No. 633. 386-390
3  Dasgupta, Biplab. Trade in Pre-Colonial Bengal,
 Social Scientist, Vol. 28, No. 5/6. (May - Jun., 2000), 47-76.
Fig. 1 Vijayanagar, Hampi, Karnataka. During festival 
times these great halls would be decorated with lavish 
embroidered hangings and arranged with quilts for sitting.
a strong point of the Indian or Bengal economy and society.” 
Although he cites a number of issues, the most convincing and 
relevant to this discussion is that, “The source of production 
and the ultimate point of consumption, in case of external 
trade, were connected by a chain of intermediaries, each 
operating individually, and each having a small, localized area 
of operation.” Dasgupta’s perspective provides one economic 
context for the discussion of Indo Portuguese quilts and draws 
attention to the fact that these quilts were only a small part of a 
larger textile and spice trade network. Although he suggests the 
localization of production and a chain of intermediaries, this is 
only part of the economic picture at the time. 
Indian-made quilts were considered a novelty in Europe, 
though never produced in as great a quantity as other exported 
piece goods. Records and letters do indicate concern over their 
manufacture and style, but they never figured significantly in 
the overall trade. For example, the pintado (Portuguese for 
‘painted’ or ‘spotted’ chintz quilts) were only sold to particular 
buyers and given as gifts to important persons.4 In 1631 Charles 
I in Royal Proclamation “Quilts of Patania [Patan, Gujarat] 
embroidered with silk,” permitted these quilts brought home by 
the Company’s servants as articles of private trade.5 The other 
economic factor includes the creative workforce developed 
by the Mughals under the karkhana scheme. This was a place 
where diverse artisans were brought together within the palace 
confines and allowed to experiment with new techniques and 
ideas. Although some scholars believe that the karkhana concept 
was borrowed from Persia, India had state run institutions for 
centuries. Sinopoli defines these specialized workforces most 
succinctly:
In complex societies, where most or all goods are 
produced by specialists, we may distinguish between 
a number of modes of productive organization. 
These may be termed administered production, 
centralized production, and noncentralized 
production. Administered production is here defined 
as production that is directly regulated by some 
powerful nonproducing group or institution under 
the control of the political and/or religious elite. 
4  Sangar, Satya Prakash, (1998) Indian Textiles in the Seventeenth 
Century, Reliance, New Delhi
5  Irwin, John & Hall, Margaret, (1973) Indian Embroideries. Calico 
Museum, Ahmedabad
Craft producers are attached specialists (Brumfiel 
and Earle 1987:5; Earle 1987:73), spatially and 
economically bound to the institutions that control 
production. Administered production is expected 
to focus on certain classes of goods: objects used 
in the acquisition, expansion, manipulation, and 
expression of elite status and political dominance. 
These “wealth objects” (Brumfield and Earle 
1987:4) may either be rare and precious goods that 
convey social standing, or more common goods 
crucial to the acquisition of wealth and power 
through long-distance trade or as royal largesse.6 
Furthermore, India’s highly structured social 
system and the Hindu, Muslim and Jain religions 
dictated a proliferation of specific skill sets through 
castes, families and division of labor in public and 
private workshops. The Mughals in northern India 
controlled manufacturing via the administrative 
production system of onsite karkhanas, while 
in the south, the Vijayanagar rulers relied upon 
centralized production with “spatially segregated 
production by specialists, without imputing any 
direct involvement by the administrative apparatus 
of the state in such production systems.” (Sinopoli, 
1988) As will be established, the quality of quilts 
produced by the colonials could have easily been 
produced under either system. 
The historic context which pervades quilt production of the 
period is one of embattled domestic regimes set against a 
backdrop of European powers positioning for supremacy. The 
devastations of war permeated the subcontinent and were only 
exacerbated by various forms of natural disaster. It is astonishing 
that any significant works of art and architecture were created 
during this period. Specifically, as will be seen, the amalgamation 
of Persian and Indian art and culture were pervasive, especially 
in the textile industry. 
War and turbulence aside, the Indian medieval period was 
punctuated by the rise in demand for high-quality luxury items 
from the Mughals in the north, the Vijayanagar rulers in the 
6  Sinopoli, Carla M. The Organization of Craft Production at Vi-
jayanagara, South India, American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 90, No. 
3 (Sept., 1988), 580-597 Blackwell Publishing on behalf of the American 
Anthropological Association Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/678225 
Accessed: 18/03/2009 06:18
south, and the Europeans who traded with both. The best artisans 
were brought to the major urban centers, sometimes against their 
own wishes, to enhance the status of the royal courts and nobility 
and to work at the discretion of foreign interests. This economic 
and historic environment produced the unique Bengalla quilts 
over a short period of time, and there has not been any textile 
since to match the unique designs and quality of workmanship.   
The Trade Dynamics
To understand the context of quilt production, it is useful to 
discuss the manufacturing and trade dynamics of the period. 
India enjoyed a two thousand year old trade industry in 
handloom textiles dating from the Roman era.7 “Indian craftsmen 
were long accustomed to catering and adapting to the demands 
of foreign clients. This implies that Indian textile designs, colors 
and techniques would be modified to produce merchandise 
acceptable to offshore cultural sensibilities. Further, the foreign 
made-to-order textiles also influenced local textile design.” 
Textile trade was conducted throughout the subcontinent in 
varying degrees at various times, depending on the rise and fall 
of commercial ports or production centers. Principle production 
took place in Gujarat, Rajasthan and along the western Malabar 
Coast of India. In the East, Bengal, Bihar, Orissa and the 
Coromandel Coast (Andhra Pradesh) all played a significant role 
in textile manufacturing. Finally, Uttar Pradesh, Agra, Lucknow 
and Varanasi all produced textiles exported to Europe. In the 
17th and 18th centuries the main commercial centers included 
Ahmedabad, Cambay and Surat in Gujarat, Hooghly and Satgaon 
in Bengal and Agra in Uttar Pradesh. 
Goods were shipped by sea or land from manufacturing centers 
to the commercial seaports for export. Overland dispatch was not 
as prevalent, yet noteworthy. The English used overland routes to 
avoid the Portuguese dominated waters. Robert Hughes, an East 
India Company factor in Patna, Bihar in 1619, exemplifies the 
circuitous route quilts could take before final export. He “wrote 
to the President and Council at Surat (August 6, 1620) that after 
having made further inquires about Bengal silk he was sending 
them samples ‘wounde of the serbandy.’ On September 3rd of 
the same year he wrote to the Agra factors that he had bought a 
7  Irwin, John, & Schwartz, PR, (1966) Studies in Indo-European Tex-
tile History. Calico Museum of Textiles. Ahmedabad:
dozen quilts of Satgaon, trimmed them with silk fringe and lined 
them partly with ‘taftas’ and partly with ‘tessur.’8  There are no 
details how these quilts left India, but they would have gone to a 
seaport, most likely on the west coast; how they were transported 
is unknown. Nonetheless, these quilts were well traveled by the 
time they arrived in London. 
The Portuguese first landed in Calicut (Kerala) with Vasco da 
Gama on May 20, 1498. Twelve years later, in 1510, Admiral 
Afonso de Albuquerque defeated the Bijapur sultans on behalf 
of the local sovereign, Timayya, leading to the establishment of 
a permanent settlement in Velha Goa (or Old Goa). In the 1620s 
the British, then the Dutch, settled their first bases of operations 
in Surat, Gujarat. They went on to expand their territories 
through wars with each other, the Mughal and Vijayanagar 
Empires, and local rulers. This period is marked by constant 
warfare, all the while conducting the business of spice, turned 
textile trade. 
By 1535 the Portuguese were well settled in Satgaon, Bengal, 
twenty miles north of modern Kolkata. This coincides with the 
time that these colonists looted and burned the Gujarati ports 
of Cambay, Surat and Rander in 1530. Prior to this period, the 
Arab and Chinese geographical texts never cited any hazards 
or impediments in long distance shipping, either in the Arabian 
Sea or the Indian Ocean. The Portuguese changed all that by 
their attempted monopoly of the sea traffic surrounding the 
Indian subcontinent.9 The East India Company, incorporated on 
December 31, 1600, established trade relations with Indian rulers 
in Masulipatam on the east coast in 1611 and Surat on the west 
coast in 1612.10 They arrived with the notion that they would 
sell wool cloth in India. Obviously they were wrong, as wool 
sales were negligible (although the Mughal Emperor purchased 
a few pieces due to the novelty of the fabric). This demonstrates 
the naiveté of the colonists upon entrance into this new market. 
Nevertheless, the colonists quickly adapted – but they ended 
8   The English Factories in India, 1618-21, p.112; 116 Indian Silk 
Fabrics in the Seventeenth Century Indian Journal of Historic Science. 15 (1); 
30-43, May 1980
9  Pages from the History of India: European Domination European 
Domination of the Indian Ocean Trade, http://members.tripod.com/~INDIA_
RESOURCE/Europetrade.html
10  Imperial Gazetteer of India vol. IV (1907), The Indian Empire, Ad-
ministrative, Published under the authority of His Majesty’s Secretary of State 
for India in Council, Oxford at the Clarendon Press. Pp. xxx, 1 map, 552.
up paying in gold and silver. In the first year the British spent 
8.4 million pounds sterling in India in return for cloth and other 
sundry items.11 The British and Dutch were concerned about 
keeping a more significant share of their profits by creating 
factories inland as well as along the coasts and thus cutting out 
the Indian middlemen. Some of these karkhanas were quite large. 
The Dutch employed 700-800 silk craftsmen in the karkhanas in 
Kasimbazar, Bengal. Major factories were also located in Gujarat 
at Ahmedabad, Bharuch and Burhanpur; in Agra, Uttar Pradesh; 
Lahore, Pakistan; Patna, Bihar; Dhaka, Bengal; Masulipatam 
Andhra Pradesh; and Pipli, Orissa.12 
The Colonials in Bengal
The group of quilts attributed to Satgaon and Hooghly, Bengal, 
as cited in Irwin/Hall13, Crill14 and Karl,15 does not preclude 
the possibility that some of these quilts were also produced 
elsewhere, i.e., Cambay or Ahmedabad, especially the ones 
displaying a broader use of colored embroidery and background. 
The quilts of natural colored tussar silk embroidery on cotton, 
as found in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London and 
Calico Museum, Ahmedabad collections, are possibly the most 
representative of the Satgaon/Hooghly style. 
Long before the Portuguese arrived in Satgaon, textiles were 
being exported from Bengal to China and other countries in 
Southeast Asia.16 The rise of Satgaon as a textile center emerged 
due to the convergence of the market forces of the times; it did 
not occur exclusively under the patronage of the Mughal courts, 
although the courts did play an important role. “The Mughal 
connection also made Bengal a major producer for the imperial 
11  Sangar, Satya Prakash, (1998) Indian Textiles in the Seventeenth 
Century, Reliance, New Delhi
12  Pages from the History of India: European Domination European 
Domination of the Indian Ocean Trade, http://members.tripod.com/~INDIA_
RESOURCE/Europetrade.html
13  Irwin, John and Margaret Hall. Indian Embroideries. Ahmedabad: 
Calico Museum of Textiles, 1973
14  Crill, Rosemary, (1999) - Indian Embroidery: London: V&A Publi-
cations. London:
15  Karl, Barbara Flourishing Scrolls And Strict Oriental Geometry: De-
velopment of the basic Organisation and Decoration of a Group of  embroidered 
Colchas, commissioned by the Portuguese in Bengal between the 1580s and the 
1640s. 
16  Asiatic Society Of Bangladesh, http://www.asiaticsociety.org.bd/
court’s voracious appetite for luxury goods. This was especially 
so in the case of raw silk, the major centre of production of 
which was located in and around Kasimbazar.”17 The first 
establishment of the Portuguese in Bengal occurred in 1536/1537 
when King Mahmud Shah allowed Martim Affonso de Mello 
to build factories and offered to give them custom houses in 
Chittagong and Satgaon. Yet Mahmud Shah did not allow 
fortresses to be built.
During the late 16th and early 17th centuries, Satgaon died, mostly 
due to political exigencies that had coalesced to sponsor the rise 
of another nearby port city – Hooghly, on the principal flow of 
the heavily silted Bhagirathi River. With the end of the Sultanate 
in Bengal, Satgaon gradually lost its moorings.18 Further, in 
1579/1580 Emperor Akbar called Pedro Tavares to Agra and 
presented him with many gifts and a farman (grant) that allowed 
him to build a city in Bengal wherever he liked. Upon his return 
to Hooghly, he established a permanent settlement there which 
grew into the greatest center of Bengal trade, supplanting the 
glory of Satgaon.19  The Akbarnama states, “Partāb ‘Tār Feringi 
[Pedro Tavares], who is one of the officials of the merchants 
of the ports of Bengal, had the bliss of an audience. He and 
his wife Nashūrna were from their happy star amazed at the 
laudable qualities of the sovereign, and from their good sense 
and propriety of conduct they found favor in the testing eyes of 
the world-lord.”20
“Hence not only the Portuguese but the local traders too 
left Satgaon and settled in Hooghly, which took the place of 
Satgaon as the principal port of Bengal and remained so till 
the middle of the 18th century. Even inland trade was diverted 
to Hooghly, though Satgaon remained the royal port and the 
seat of the governor and the imperial customs house till 1632, 
when Hooghly took its place officially as the royal port.”21These 
distinctions become important when dating the quilts made in 
Satgaon. In 1620, writing from Patna, Hughes mentions Satgaon 
quilts coming from “the bottom of Bengal.” Whether or not these 
17  Asiatic Society Of Bangladesh, http://www.asiaticsociety.org.bd/
18  Aniruddha Ray and MD Akhtaruzzaman, Banglapedia 2006, http://
banglapedia.net/ 
19  Campos, JJA. History of the Portuguese in Bengal (First Pub. 1919. 
Butterworth and Co. Calcutta) Asian Educational Services, Delhi (1998 Re-
print)
20  Fazl, Abu’l, The Akbarnama Chapter Xliii. The Enjoyment of H.M. 
In A Qamargha Hunt, and His Capture of the Prey of His Desires
21  Asiatic Society Of Bangladesh, http://www.asiaticsociety.org.bd/
Fig, 2 The evidence of European influence can be see in the 
edifice of this late 18th century building near Baharampur, 
West Bengal.
were actually made in Satgaon or Hooghly is not clear. Hughes is 
referring more to a style of quilt recognizable by those to whom 
he is writing than to the specific location. 
Although the Portuguese had no direct trade with Bengal 
immediately following the arrival of Vasco de Gama (1498), 
Bengali textiles appeared in Goa aboard indigenous crafts. 
Obviously the Portuguese saw Bengali textiles in Goa before 
they ventured to Bengal. Various descriptions found in early 
travel documents of the period begin in 1498 with, “A quilt given 
to Vasco da Gama by the ruler of Bengal ‘hum sobreceo de cama 
lavrado branco,’ a white embroidered bed canopy.”22
Caesar Frederick, a Venetian who had traveled in the East 
from 1563 to 1581, writes, “Satgaon is a fair city for a city of 
the Moors, and very plentiful of all things. In 1591, Frederick 
thrilled London with the magnificent possibilities of Eastern 
commerce.”23 There is an interesting dilemma over this much-
cited quote from Irwin and Hall: “For instance, when the 
youthful Portuguese King Sebastian was killed at the Battle of 
Al Kasr [Alcácer Quibir ] in Morocco in 1578, the enemy was 
rewarded for handing over his dead body with rich gifts which 
included “a white Indian bedspread (colcha) of Bengal quilted 
all over and worked with very fine white silk thread, fringed 
with yellow silk thread and with tassels.” Irwin’s footnote is 
unclear, and his italicized Portuguese is difficult to relate to the 
quote.24 From the same source, Delaforce quotes the passage, 
saying, “The esteem in which this art was held in Portugal is 
apparent, in the form of royal gifts or alms given to the Church 
by benefactors. The value and prestige can in some way be 
measured: among the items included in the ransom paid by the 
Cardinal King Dom Henrique to the Sultan of Morocco for the 
body of the young and greatly loved king Dom Sebastiao after 
the battle of al-Ksar al Kabir in 1578, were four ‘embroidered 
bedspreads of Bengal – worked in silk with birds and hunting 
scenes and foliage fringed with yellow and white threads.’”25
22  Gaspar Correa, (1858) Lendas da India, Lisbon Vol. 1 287 
23  Aniruddha Ray, and Md Akhtaruzzaman. Satgaon. Banglapedia. 
Asiatic Society of Bangladesh. http://banglapedia.search.com.bd/HT/S_0128.
htm.
24  Irwin, John and Margaret Hall. Indian Embroideries. Ahmedabad: 
Calico Museum of Textiles, 1973
25  New York. Whitney Museum of American Art Author(s): John T. 
Spike Source: The Burlington Magazine, Vol. 123, No. 945, (Dec., 1981), pp. 
770-768 Published by: The Burlington Magazine Publications, Ltd. Stable 
URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/880529 Accessed: 17/07/2008 10:55
Historians believe the body of King Sebastian was never 
returned, and many cults grew up around the potential of 
the young king’s return, likened to the return of the Savior. 
Nonetheless, there seems to have been a notable exchange at 
close of the Battle of Al Kasr, enough so that mention was made 
of these quilts.
The collection of Antonio Pérez (1535-1611), the deposed 
Secretary of State to Philip II, went up for sale in Madrid, Spain 
in 1585. “The bed hangings made of matching sets of fine 
materials for the canopy and curtains are described in detail…
Chests were filled with eight embroidered quilts, one of Moorish 
design, one described as Indo-Portuguese (probably from 
Bengal).”26 Pérez was a great collector and aficionado of the 
arts, and he used his station to amass a vast collection. He was 
quite forthcoming in asking for particular artifacts he treasured. 
Thus his Bengali quilts were probably presents from Portuguese 
26  Delaforce, Angela The Collection of Antonio Pérez, Secretary of 
State to Philip II The Burlington Magazine, Vol. 124, No. 957, (Dec., 1982), 
pp. 742-753 Published by: The Burlington Magazine Publications, Ltd. Stable 
URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/881005
traders either seeking favors or gaining influence.
The famous 1618 minutes from the East India Company 
relates, “then was put to sale [in London] a Bengalla quilt 3.75 
yards long and 3 yards broad to be paid for in ready money, 
embroidered all over with pictures of men and crafts in yellow 
silk, Mr. Henry Garway bidding 20 pounds for it.”27In 1629 
Sebastian Manrique, a Portuguese missionary, wrote, “Among 
the more important commodities dealt in by the Portuguese in 
Bengal are very rich back-stitched quilts (riouissimas colchas, 
en las pespuntadas), bed-hangings, pavilions, and other curious 
articles worked with hunting scenes (obra de montaria).28 “The 
herba cloth was made from a ‘hearbe’ which they spun like yarn. 
This yellowish cloth was termed as the ‘hearba’ of Bengal. The 
hearba thread was most cunningly used to ‘stitch their coverlets, 
pavilions, pillows, carpets, and, and mantles,’ make them with 
flowers and branches, and personages, that it is wonderful to see, 
and so finely done with cunning workmanship, that it cannot be 
27  Irwin, John and Margaret Hall. Indian Embroideries. Ahmedabad: 
Calico Museum of Textiles, 1973
28  Irwin, John and Margaret Hall. Indian Embroideries. Ahmedabad: 
Calico Museum of Textiles, 1973
mended throughout Europe.’”29 It wasn’t until 1691 that Dutch 
botanist Rumphirus actually opened a cocoon and discovered that 
it was a living invertebrate. Until this time the colonists thought 
silk was made from a plant fiber that grew on trees. 
These references begin to build a picture of the quilts made in 
Bengal at either Satgaon or Hooghly. However, before examining 
the implications, the other centers of quilt production will be 
reviewed, keeping in mind that Indians and other traders moved 
goods across the subcontinent. The ramification of this internal 
trade is that the colonialists possibly bought goods in Gujarat 
that were actually created in Bengal, the inference being that the 
colonists may have unknowingly misrepresented what they were 
seeing or buying. Remember that these are people who thought 
silk came from a plant.
29  Linschoten, I, p.85.] [Indian Silk Fabrics in the Seventeenth Century 
Indian Journal of Historic Science. 15 (1); 30-43, May 1980
Fig. 3 The Persinate influence upon Mughal 
architecture in seen in this jali or window screen 
located in the structure shown in Fig. 4., 
West Bengal
Fig. 4  This impressive building located in West 
Bengal was used as a school and demonstrates the 
attention the Nawabs (rulers) gave to every aspect 
of learning and social development. 
Fig. 5  This later day mosque proves the long-
lasting affect of Middle Eastern design upon the 
Muslims of West Bengal. 
Cambay and other places.35  Materials were recorded as calicoes 
embroidered with sundry silks.
Alexander Hamilton in the eighteenth century observed that the 
people of Cambay ‘embroider the best of any people in India, 
perhaps the world.’ (Barnes, Cohen & Crill 2004). Sotheby’s 
Auction Catalog of 8 April 2008 describes an “Indian Summer 
Carpet or Coverlet, Gujarat” (Lot 241) by saying that the 
professional embroiderers from Cambay would have been from 
the Mochi community, some of whose descendents are still 
producing work today. The Portuguese interacted extensively 
with the rulers of the Vijayanagar Empire located in Hampi, 
less than two hundred miles inland from their primary base of 
Indian operations in Goa. The two references below confirm the 
importance of textiles within the empire: 
“In a chronicle written between 1535 and 1537, the 
Portuguese horse trader Fernao Nuniz confirmed the potency 
of royal garments in his description of the Vijayanagara ruler 
Achuthadevaraya (1530-1542): 
The King never puts on any garment more 
than once, and when he takes it off he at once 
delivers it to certain officers, who have charge 
of this duty, and they render an account; and 
these garments are never given to anyone. This 
is considered to show great state. His clothes 
are silk cloths of very fine material and worked 
with gold, which are worth each one ten 
pardaos; and they wear at times bajuris of the 
same sort, which are like shirts with a skirt; and 
on the head they wear caps of brocade, which 
they call culaes...When he lifts it from his head 
he never again puts it on.5)”36 
Domingo Paes, a Portuguese merchant resident in the court of 
Krishnadevaraya, reported that the King gave the departing 
Portuguese ambassador, Christovao de Figueiredo, a “cabaya 
(tunic) of brocade, with a cap of the same fashion as the 
king wore and to each one of the Portuguese he gave a cloth 
embroidered with many pretty figures, and this the king gives 
35  I.O. Archives, Factory Records Miscellaneous, vol. 25, p. 19
36  Sinopoli, C.M., From The Lion Throne: Political and Social Dynam-
ics of the Vijayanagara Empire Journal of the Economic and Social History of 
the Orient, Volume 43, Number 3, 2000 , pp. 364-398(35) Brill
because it is customary; he gives it in token of friendship and 
love.” This ceremonial bestowal of royal robes is documented in 
a number of Vijayanagara texts; recipients included ambassadors, 
nobility, and rulers of defeated states who received robes during 
ceremonies of “royal submission.”37In “From the Lion Throne” 
Sinopoli states, “…textile production increased dramatically in 
scale and intensity during the Vijayanagara period, in response 
both to internal demands for high status garments, and external 
demands of international commerce. The producers of these 
textiles, particularly certain weavers’ castes, also experienced 
dramatically enhanced economic and social status during this 
period in consequence of the demands for their products.”
The Karkhanas and Other Sources of Manufacture 
The artisans who made the quilts will be examined before 
considering the cross-cultural designs of these distinctive textiles. 
The craftsmen who manufactured the quilts are an interesting 
mix, and certainly some of the dichotomous design features can 
be attributed to their input. 
The patronage of the arts through the karkhanas was not 
limited to any religion or caste. “Craftspeople employed in the 
Mughal karkhanas sought patronage from the regional courts of 
Awadh and Bengal, or Rajputana and Punjab, or the Marathas 
of Central India, all of whom experienced a short lived but a 
brilliant cultural renaissance. Mughal and Hindu (or Sikh) styles 
were fused in the regions, producing several distinctive and 
synchronized traditions.”38 
“While European accounts of Gaur talk of a mixed population 
of Muslims, Hindus and foreigners (Moors), the Manasa Vijaya 
of Vipradasa (composed 1495) mentions large population 
of Muslims in Satgaon.  It says, “The Muslim population of 
Satgaon is innumerable; they belong to the Mughals, Pathans and 
Mokadims, Saiyyads, Mullas and Qazis.”39.
37  Sinopoli, C.M., From The Lion Throne: Political and Social Dynam-
ics of the Vijayanagara Empire
38  South Asian Composite Heritage, Decorative Crafts http://www.
sach.org.in/craft.html
39  Sukumar Sen, Bangla Sahityer Itihasa (Calcutta, 1940), p.114, cited 
in Abdul Karim, op. cit., p.153
The Colonials in Western India
There is evidence that many quilts were made in Cambay, 
Gujarat.
“For example, François Pyrard drew a vivid picture 
of the products he found in western India, goods 
traded westward to Europe long before his arrival 
in Gujarat in the seventeenth century: “…the prin-
cipal riches consist chiefly of silk and cotton stuffs, 
wherewith everyone from the Cape of Good Hope 
to China, man and woman, is clothed from head to 
foot. These stuffs are worked, and the cotton also 
made into cloths of the whiteness of snow, and very 
delicate and fine, and is also woven of a medium 
and of a thicker stoutness for divers uses. Others 
are bespangled and painted with various figures. 
The silk-work is the same of all these kinds, the 
articles imported being pillows, counterpanes, and 
coverlets, pinked with much neatness, and cleverly 
worked … then there are quilts stuffed with cotton, 
painted and patterned exceeding prettily.””30
Pyrard describes two types of quilts found in Gujarat: the ones 
pinked (embroidered) with silk and those ‘painted,’ probably 
palampores. A palampore31 (IS.29-1889) in the Victorian and 
Albert Museum is embroidered, although painted ones were 
also produced in Gujarat as well as on the eastern Coromandel 
Coast. Some of the ‘very delicate’ cottons Pyrard mentions could 
have just as easily been from Bengal as Gujarat. The point is 
that Gujarat had many ports that serviced the westward flow of 
textiles from India, and so it is difficult to ascertain the exact 
origin of the quilts described.
Duarte Barbosa states in 1518, “In this city (Cambay) they 
make very delicate cushions, and pretty ceilings (or canopies) of 
bedsteads, of delicate workmanship and paintings, and quilted 
clothes for wearing. There are many Moorish women who 
produce very delicate needlework.”
30  “The Voyage of François Pyrard of Laval to the East Indies, the 
Maldives, the Moluccas, and Brazil”. Translated into English from the Third 
French edition of 1619, and Edited, with Notes, by Albert Gray, formerly of 
the Ceylon Civil Service, assisted by Harry Charles Purvis Bell, of the Ceylon 
Civil Service. Volume I. 1887.
31  http://collections.vam.ac.uk/objectid/O63060
In another entry, “Barbosa says that Cambay had skilled 
craftsmen of many kinds who manufactured coarse and fine 
variety of woven white cotton fabrics, printed cotton stuffs, 
silk cloth, colored velvet, satins, thick carpets, beautiful quilts, 
quilted articles of clothing etc. Cambay textiles found an 
extensive market in Western Europe, South Africa and South 
Asia (Burma, Malaya and Indonesia.)” In 1585, J.H. van 
Linschoten chronicles from Cambay, “They make also fair 
coverlets, which they call Gordoiins Colchas, which are very fair 
and pleasant, stitched with silk, and also of cotton of all colors 
and stitching; pavilions of diverse sorts and colors.”32
March 1, 1615 Swally Road, aboard the Gift. John Sandcrofte 
wrote to the East India Company and encloses copy of letter sent 
by Rich. Steele [see ante, No. 811.] Account of indigo bought at 
Ahmedabad, Broach, etc. of drugs bought by himself and Henry 
Elmore, and cotton yarn, Cambay quilts, carpets, etc.33
“Sends him by Mr. Mollineux, master of the Merchant’s Hope, 
a quilt which cost 6l.10s., and which he had made for him at 
Cambay.”
“Cloths to be bought. Wharf at Deptford. Petition of Rich. 
Hall, anchor smith, referred to the committee for the yard. Sale 
of velvet, embroidered quilts, “biobees, or gilded screens,” 
painted “with some resemblances of warfare,” horses, fowls, 
hunting pieces, etc., and other commodities, with names of the 
purchasers, and the prices.”
In Cambay they made quilts from pangeree cloth with red 
gazia used as lining.34Although the Portuguese were initially 
responsible for introducing these fine embroidered textiles 
to Europe, the quilt trade continued into the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries under the supervision of the East India 
Company. Company records indicate that factors were given 
instructions to source ‘quilts and carpets of all sorts made about 
32  The Voyage of John Huyghen Van Linschoten to the East Indies: 
The First Book Containing His Description of the East in Two Volumes By 
Jan Huygen van Linschoten 
Published by Adamant Media Corporation, 2001 p. 61
33  Lach, Donald Frederick, (1994) Asia in the Making of Europe: A 
Century of Wonder. Book 1: The Visual Arts University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago
34  Sangar, Satya Prakash, (1998) Indian Textiles in the Seventeenth 
Century, Reliance, New Delhi
Skilled Hindu craftsmen were just as likely to find employment 
in the royal karkhanas as Muslims. The courts strived towards 
perfection in their manufacturing and did not practice 
discrimination within the workforce. The Europeans were 
interested in product that would be well received at home; who 
made it was clearly secondary. Even though the Portuguese had 
an agenda to convert the ‘natives’ to Christianity, they worked 
with whomever necessary to further their own interests.  
“Under the patronage of the various royal clans that ruled India, 
particularly the Mughals, the Rajputs and the Deccani Nawabs, 
the decorative arts and crafts reached unprecedented heights. 
(These traditions were continued, and even augmented by later 
regional nawabs in Bengal, Mysore, Central India, Punjab, 
Awadh and Kashmir). European traders did not fail to notice the 
relatively high quality of Indian craftsmanship and proceeded to 
set up their own karkhanas (factories) that rivaled the Mughal 
and Deccani establishments.”40 
Further evidence from the early records demonstrates that the 
export quilts of the period were made in karkhanas. “In the 
karkhanas (factories) of Akbar and Jahangir, Indian craftsmen 
worked with Persian and Turkish masters to create new art forms 
that integrated the best of both cultures. The creation of beautiful 
objects was not merely an act of worship, but also extended 
to domestic interiors with woven, embroidered, sequined, 
patchwork and printed material…”41 Undoubtedly certain 
individual pieces were made outside the karkhana institution 
and procured directly from the artisans. However, the expertise 
exhibited in the quilts was of the quality one would expect 
to come out of the imperial workshops. Irwin quotes Duarte 
Barbosa as saying, “very beautiful quilts and testers of bed 
finely worked.” He adds interesting information that these quilts 
were embroidered by “Moorish washer-women[...]” The notion/
concept of a washer-woman quilter does not seem to coincide 
with the social structures of the period. The classes of people 
making quilts and washing clothes were different, as they are 
today. This is not to say that it was impossible, though unlikely. 
One might also question how Barbosa could have seen these 
women, when most were hidden under pardha (lit. curtain) and 
confined to their own apartments, where even the male members 
of the family did not venture.
40  South Asian Composite Heritage, Decorative Crafts http://www.
sach.org.in/craft.html
41  South Asian Composite Heritage, Decorative Crafts http://www.
sach.org.in/craft.html
In writing about a select group of these quilts, Karl42 states that, 
“These textiles, the Colchas, were produced by professional 
embroiderers in local workshops in the Hooghly region near 
modern day Kolkata. They were commissioned by private 
Portuguese merchant settlers, who had created a flourishing trade 
network in the Bay of Bengal and beyond.”
“However, the karkhanas were not the only production 
centers sourced. Within Goa, missionary enterprises and the 
establishment of convents had led to traditions of embroidery 
being developed both among the new converts as well as within 
the cloistered precincts of the convents. Portuguese orphans sent 
out from the home country had to be taught trades and convents 
were well equipped to teach embroidery. The nuns, in any case 
embroidered items used in church ritual.”43
In 1948 Marian Estabrook Moeller classified some of the 
‘Bengalla’ quilts as coming from Goa. Later, in 1952, John Irwin 
attributes the same as coming from Bengal. Irwin’s evidence is 
based on analysis of the tussar silk thread, stylistic design, and 
the Bengali type of ground fabric (coarse cloth or jute.) Moeller 
dates these works to 1575-1630, while Irwin dates them to 1550-
1650. Irwin also references trade documents, and there is no 
doubt that many of the quilts produced in that period came from 
Bengal. Yet, there is considerable evidence that they were also 
produced in western India. 
Additional light might be shed on this discussion through further 
investigation into the stitching techniques used on these quilts. 
Determining whether the chain stitch was produced by an awl 
(ari) or by a straight needle would help define their place of 
origin. Quilts were produced in both places; however, if the ari 
was utilized, as in mochi work, it is more likely that those would 
have originated in western India.44 Tavernier also mentions that 
silk from Bengal was brought to Ahmedabad and Surat, where it 
was woven into fabric; in Surat they made silk carpets and patola 
saris for export to Southeast Asia.  
42  Karl, Barbara A colcha from the Museu do Caramulo Venus and Mars 
à l’indienne“ (Inv. No.: 461, 296 x 221 cm) Oriente August 2004
43  Varadarajan, Lotika 16th Century Synthesis to Contemporary Glo-
balization Exhibition Notes, Delhi 
44  Technically, a chain stitch made by an ari only makes one puncture 
through the fabric, and the previous stitch pulls the next loop towards it. By 
contrast, in needlework the next stitch acts in a holding or tacking capacity so 
that each stitch is not pulled back, but rather forward.
Fig. 6  This woman works in a modern day 
karkhana, using the same tools employed by 
those of her ancestors. The only difference is that 
previously her work would have been hidden from 
view, out of the open.
Overleaf
 Fig. 7 Accession Number I.S. 157-1953, Victoria 
and Albert Museum, London. This detail of a large 
quilt or hanging may be considered typical of the 
Satgaon quilts of Bengal. Embroidered tussar silk 
on cotton. The materials, designs and the motifs all 
speak to similar quilts found in other collections and 
may constitute one distinctive style produced for the 
European market markets in the 17th century. 
Varadarajan45 provides another source for the manufacturing 
of colchas, interestingly enough, not Bengal. She makes an 
important connection between the embroidery arts of North 
Karnataka and Bengal, citing that both were strongholds of 
Hinduism during the Vijayanagar rule.  “Moreover, as is made 
clear from the history of kaudi (quilting) and kasuti (delicate 
embroidery which had bifurcated from the quilted repertoire), 
the Konkan area had developed a sophisticated repertoire of 
embroidery long before the Portuguese arrived on the scene.” 
The Portuguese conducted extensive trade with the Vijayanagar 
kingdom, as can be realized from the losses they incurred as 
the empire disintegrated into anarchy around 1567. To the 
Portuguese, the change was of vital importance as described in 
Robert Sewell’s translation. 
Federici has left us the following note on their trade 
with Vijayanagar, which I extract from “Purchas’s 
Pilgrims:” -- “The merchandise that went every 
year from Goa to Vijayanagar were Arabian horses, 
velvets, damasks, and satins, armesine [a sort of 
Bengal taffeta] of Portugal, and pieces of china, 
saffron, and scarletts; and from Vijayanagar they 
had in Turkie for their commodities, jewels and 
pagodas, which be ducats of gold; the apparel that 
they use in Vijayanagar is velvet, satin, damasks, 
scarlet, or white bombast cloth, according to the 
estate of the person, with long hats on their heads 
called colae, etc.”46 Sewell describes some textiles 
referred to by Nuniz and Paes; moreover there 
are numerous mentions of quilted tunics by both 
writers. About the king he writes, “There the king 
sits, dressed in white clothes all covered with 
(embroidery of) golden roses and wearing his jewels 
-- he wears a quantity of these white garments, and 
I always saw him so dressed…”47 
In translating Paes, Sewell writes, “This building [ceremonial 
feasting area in the palace] was all hung with rich cloths, 
45  Varadarajan, Lotika 16th Century Synthesis to Contemporary Glo-
balization Exhibition Notes, Delhi
46  Sewell, Robert 1900 A Forgotten Empire (Vijayanagara): A Contri-
bution to the History of India. London: Swan Sonnenscheir
47  Sewell, Robert 1900 A Forgotten Empire (Vijayanagara): A Contri-
bution to the History of India. London: Swan Sonnenscheir
both the walls and the ceiling, as well as the supports, and the 
cloths of the walls were adorned with figures in the manner of 
embroidery…”48 Both these entries support the fact that there 
was a large amount of embroidery on display, both in clothing 
and used as decoration.  
Thus the colonial quilts emerged out of highly structured 
social traditions produced at a time when the affluent members 
of Indian society heavily patronized the arts. The quilts’ 
sophisticated design also attests to their origin in an environment 
where access to advanced forms of art could be used as models; 
simple musters would not produce the complex depictions as 
seen in these quilts. Additionally the layouts/formats would 
coincide with embroidery work being produced at the time and 
reflect current imagery, albeit modified for European taste. 
The Cross-Cultural Designs
“The Satgaon quilt is a document of the personality of a 
culture, a period and a system of a psyche that expressed itself 
in countless pure forms, images and allegories. It documents 
the history of the meeting of two widely different cultures 
undeniably rich in human experience, awakened curiosity and 
imagination --- and a sense of drive and vitality.”49 
The convergence of cross-cultural influences and a highly skilled 
professional labor force produced this group of quilts that would 
never again be replicated. John Irwin describes them, “The tussar 
silk embroidered quilt […] represents one of the most important 
schools of Indian embroidery which flourished before the arrival 
of the Portuguese. Under the patronage of the latter the designs 
borrowed increasingly from Christian biblical sources and the 
repertory of Italian Renaissance ornament.” The eclectic design 
sources for these quilts and their variation of layout begs the 
question, “Who designed these quilts?” That will be addressed 
after examining the designs.
48  Sewell, Robert 1900 A Forgotten Empire (Vijayanagara): A Contri-
bution to the History of India. London: Swan Sonnenscheir
49  Dutta Majumder, Satarupa (Indian Embroideries Satgaon Quilts: A 
Study Ed. Crill, Seagull, London
Fig. 8 This miniature shows the elaborate border designs similar 
to those found in many of the Indo European quilts.
Fig. 9 This intimate miniature shows a royal couple 
wrapped in a luxurious quilt and helps to prove that this 
type of covering was utilized by the Mughal rulers of 
the period.  
Fig. 10 The Europeans in lower left are shown bringing 
gifts to the court of Akbar. Here they are exposed to the 
sumptuous designs in the carpet in the foreground and the 
quilt upon which Akbar rests his arm.
Fig. 11 This Iranian carpet detail the demonstrates the similarities 
and influence between those of Iran and Mughal India. 
Characteristic of many of these quilts is the depiction of hunting 
scenes, like Portuguese hunters on horseback galloping through a 
forest of creepers and vines in chase of real and fanciful animals 
and birds. Both the Babarnama and Akbarnama are illustrated 
with the Emperors engaged in the popular pastime of hunting. 
These scenes were easily translated into embroidery with 
Europeans riding the horses instead of the Mughal hunting party. 
The way in which the horses are depicted one can easily see the 
Islamic/Persian influence. 
teenth and Seventeenth Centuries, The Walpole Society, vol. 28 (1939-40), p. 
I.
“Whereas in the early sixteenth-century examples the motifs are 
predominately Indian, from Hindu symbolism, the seventeenth-
century embroideries appear to increase in Portuguese or 
European motifs.”50 Terpstra’s statement needs further research 
to validate his point; nonetheless the designs are geometric, 
floral and pictorial. In general appearance the quilts borrow from 
the Mughal artistic expression to densely fill the space, almost 
entirely. No area is left empty, adding to the luxuriant quality of 
these pieces. “Just as the religion of Islam embodies a way of life 
and serves as a cohesive force among ethnically and culturally 
diverse peoples, the art produced by and for Muslim societies 
has basic identifying and unifying characteristics. Perhaps the 
most salient of these is the predilection for all-over surface 
decoration.”51 
This Mughal artistic device of completely filling space is seen 
in layouts that were borrowed from the Persian Islamic carpet-
making traditions and used in the Mughal courts. Not only were 
artists from Tabriz and Herat brought to India in 1549 to work in 
the Humayan’s karkhanas, but also the Mughals maintained close 
trade relations with the Ottoman Empire. At the turn of the 17th 
century, reforms encouraged in the textile industry diversified the 
imports coming into the subcontinent. 
“The Mughal carpet repertoire reflects the Iranian style, 
albeit more naturalistically interpreted. During the reigns of 
Shah Jahangir (1605-1627) and Shah Jahan (1627-1657), 
an indigenous floral style emerged which coexisted with 
the Persianate style. Indian artists excelled at naturalistic 
interpretations of nature. The Mughal floral style was also 
indebted to Europe, particularly the drawings of plants 
introduced by foreign visitors to the court.”52 “By 1700 botanical 
art favored ‘trail work,’ as Indian designs fell under the influence 
of European embroidery pattern books sent out to the factories 
in an effort to prod the creativity of native workers.  Other 
European sources, such as Dutch marquetry patterns and floral 
engravings, found expression in Indian goods at this time.” 53 
50  Quoted from Terpstra, De Nederlanders in Voor-Indie, p. 92 by 
Rosalla Bonito Fanelli in An Indo-Portuguese Embroider in the Bargello, The 
Bulletin of the Needle and Bobbin Club, Vol.53, Nos. 1&2, 1970
51  Department of Islamic Art, The Metropolitan Museum of Art http://
www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/orna/hd_orna.htm
52  http://mini-site.louvre.fr/trois-empires/en/tapis-textiles.php
53  Douglas, Audrey W. Cotton Textiles in England: The East India 
Company’s Attempt to Exploit
Developments in Fashion 1660-1721 The Journal of British Studies, Vol. 8, 
Hindu temple designs, especially in the south, are also 
predisposed to cover entire surfaces with figures and ornamental 
decoration. The gopuras (gateways) and ceiling in the ranga 
mantapa (pillared hall) at the Virupaksha Temple at Hampi is a 
fine example of the period. The mantapa is in the Vijayanagar 
style of architecture, with its exterior walls decorated with many 
bas-reliefs and multi-petaled lotus motifs. The ceiling and the 
supporting beams of the ranga mantapa are also covered with 
painted panels. These panels not only depict themes from the 
Mahabharata, the Ramayana and Shiva Puranas, but also, like the 
quilts, scenes from contemporary life. 
“The Vijayanagar style of painting, as it came to be known 
later, was a combination of the Chalukya, Chola and Pandya 
styles. The characteristic features of the Vijayanagar art were the 
simplicity and vigor of their depiction. There was an attempt to 
capture a sense of movement and energy in the painted figures. 
They marked the flowering of Deccan art and culture.”54 Thus it 
can be concluded that stylistically the quilts were very much in 
keeping with other textiles and art forms of the same period.
A large proportion of the embroidery on these quilts is filled 
with ‘background’ designs of flowers, geometrics and trail work. 
Mughal miniatures often depict courtiers seated on embroidered 
silk ground textiles that were used during the summer months 
as a cooler alternative to the carpet. The miniatures are likewise 
bordered with vines and flowers. 
“Embroidered boxes and gloves had been sent out to India as 
presents and trade goods in the early seventeenth century, and 
were coveted items at the court of the Mughal emperor Jahangir 
(1569-I627). English embroidery patterns circulated during the 
mid-seventeenth century by publishers such as R. Shorleyker, 
Peter Stent, John Overton, and Robert Walton may also have 
been supplied by Portuguese commission merchants to Indian 
embroiderers in workshops set up to copy English embroideries 
for export, in much the same way that Indian cotton painters 
in Golconda adapted European floral engravings. Many of the 
floral, bird, and animal designs found in seventeenth-century 
English pattern books were themselves inspired by sixteenth-
century Persian silks.”55
No. 2. (May, 1969), pp. 28-43.
54  http://ssubbanna.sulekha.com/blog/post/2008/12/the-legacy-of-chi-
trasutra-eight-sri-pampa-virupaksha.htm
55  Nevinson, J. L., English Domestic Embroidery Patterns of the Six-
Fig. 12 Accession Number I.S. 150-’69, Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London. This type hunting motif is commonly 
found on Indo Portuguese quilts as shown in this detail. It is 
noteworthy that the ground for this particular quilt is made of a 
loose weave rough cotton and left ‘open’ similar to Fig. 7 (Fig. 
15 shows the ‘filled in’ style.)
Mythic animals are drawn from both Indian and European 
origins. The double-headed bird motif is one that exemplifies 
the wide-ranging influences incorporated into these quilts. 
It is most commonly associated with the Holy Roman and 
Byzantine empires. In Byzantine heraldry, the heads represent 
the dual sovereignty of the Emperor (secular and religious) and/
or dominance of the Byzantine Emperors over both East and 
West. The design was in use in the East for centuries before it 
was officially adopted by the Byzantines and was independently 
adopted as the symbol of several other historical states, such as 
early medieval Armenia. 
The Gandaberunda, the Hindu mythological double-headed 
eagle, has its linguistic origins from Kannada, the language 
spoken in Karnataka. Ancient Hindu texts, i.e., Vishnu Puranas, 
reveal the Gandaberunda to be a personification of Lord Vishnu. 
Shown with two heads and beaks connected to one body, the 
Gandaberunda is believed to possess unimaginable strength. The 
Gandaberunda is seen on one side of many of the coins struck 
during the reign of Achuthadevaraya (AD 1530 - 1542) of the 
Vijayanagar Empire. The ceiling painting of the Virupaksha 
Temple at Hampi also illustrates a double-headed bird.
Fig. 13
Fig. 14
Fig. 15
A bedcover made in India for the Portuguese market in the 
late seventeenth century (Accession Number 1988-7-4) in the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art shows a Persian version of an eagle 
with two heads and fantastic peacock tail feathers. This is a 
common rendering of the Gandaberunda. On the Bargello colcha 
(C 2255) a crowned double-headed imperial eagle, “although 
in its earliest form an Eastern symbol, here stands for the Holy 
Roman Empire.”56
Also embroidered into the repertoire of vignettes are maritime 
scenes of ships, fish, and a variety of eastern and western 
mythical sea creatures. Mermaids of western origin swim 
alongside makara, a Hindu/Buddhist crocodile sea monster 
and mount of the Hindu god Varuna. Some authors have drawn 
parallels between the narratives of Noah’s Ark and Matsya, the 
first of Vishnu’s ten incarnations. In both legends a great flood 
threatens to destroy the human race, and the heroes cross the 
great abyss to save humankind. Moreover, the seafaring colonists 
were enamored by oceanic folklore, and much of their traveling 
in India, especially by the Portuguese, was along the coasts. 
Many of the Indian animal motifs are transformed or 
westernized in the quiltmaking process: the makara evolves 
into a dragon. Nagas and naginis, a fantastic race of snakes 
in Hindu mythology, become sea sprites or mermaids, while 
Nrisimhadeva, the half-man half-lion incarnation of Vishnu, 
transmutes into a griffin.
Scholars have written extensively on the Biblical and Greco-
Roman narratives depicted in these quilts, including the legend 
of Hercules and the Judgment of Solomon. Some of the imagery 
was derived from gifts given by foreign visitors to the Mughal 
courts. The imperial courts in particular received paintings as 
gifts from the Europeans. “The fleet of 1614 carried out 78 oil 
paintings: 41 of them, commissioned in London, were portraits 
of the King, the Queen, Sir Thomas Smythe, assorted lords, 
ladies and citizens, and two fanciful depictions of the ‘Great 
Mughal’ and ‘Tamberlaine’; the rest, brought from studios in 
Rouen, depicted classical and religious subjects like Mars and 
Venus, the Judgment of Paris, and Adam and Eve.”
56  Fanelli, Rosalla Bonito in An Indo-Portuguese Embroider in the 
Bargello, The Bulletin of the Needle and Bobbin Club, Vol. 53, Nos. 1&2, 
1970
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Fig. 13 The Gandaberunda, a personification of Lord Vishnu, 
is shown carved in marble and holds two elephants in its claws 
testifying to its great strength.
Fig. 14 The painted ceiling of the Virupaksha Temple at the 
Vijayanagar Complex in Hampi shows the double headed bird 
motif.
Fig. 15 Accession Number I.S. 6-1964, Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London. This quilt demonstrates the ‘filled in’ style 
used on the ground of a heavier woven cotton. Also the motifs 
are embroidered more densely and the stitches are used to 
enhance the lines depicting the figures.      
Below Fig. 16 Accession Number T. 438 - 1882, Victoria and 
Albert Museum, London. This more formal and realistically 
drawn quilt is embroidered with red silk on a tightly woven 
cotton. The ground is filled in with a diagonal grid of golden 
tussar floss. Although many of the motifs are similar to those 
seen Fig. 12 and Fig. 15 the effect is entirely different.
Above Right  Fig. 17 This marble relief depicts the crowned 
double headed eagle of the Holy Roman Empire.
Below Right Accession Number I.S. 6-1964, Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London. The Judgement of Solomon occupies the 
central panel of this quilt. 
Fig. 16
Fig. 17 Fig. 18
Abu’l Fazl explains in the A’in- i Akbari, “painting and figures 
and weaves [lit. knots] and wonderful designs (tarh’ha) gained 
currency, and world-travelers, able to recognize quality products 
were wonderstruck. In a short while, the sagacious Emperor 
obtained familiarity with all theoretical and practical aspects 
of that art, and from his patronage, skilled masters of ready 
understanding belonging to this country also learnt it.” 
Elsewhere Abu’l Fazl speaks of Akbar’s interest in the textile arts 
and specifically kashida, literally meaning ‘figure embroidery.’ 
Fazl, the Emperor’s scribe, also details Akbar’s interest in 
textiles in the Arif Quandahari, written before the A’in- I Akbari, 
at which time Fazl would have no need to fabricate in order to 
please the emperor.   
Fazl also writes, “Skilful masters and workmen have settled 
in this country, to teach people an improved system of 
manufacture. The Imperial workshops, the towns of Lahore, 
Agra, Fathpúr, Ahmedabad, Gujarat, turn out many master-pieces 
of workmanship; and the figures and patterns, knots, and variety 
of fashions which now prevail, astonish experienced travelers.” 
Interestingly Fazl does not mention Bengal in this list, even 
though there is ample evidence that Akbar’s court produced 
many textiles there.
Other Examples 
Fig. 19 An Indo Portuguese Quilted Hanging from the Calico 
Museum, Ahmedabad, Gujarat (detail)
Cotton, embroidered with natural, yellow wild silk made in 
Satgaon, Hooghly District, Bengal; c. early 17th century. The 
imagery embroidered on this quilt depicts the many cross-
cultural influences that entered into the design repertoire 
utilized by both the artists in the karkhanas and those working 
independently in the trade hubs of Medieval India.
The six pointed star embedded in the latticework of the central 
ground is clearly Persian in character, while the men seated at 
a table playing chess are wearing European dress. The man on 
horseback also wears western clothes. However, the depiction 
of hunting scenes comes from a tradition found in many Mughal 
paintings of the period. The man on the far right is shown waving 
two but is wearing western style clothing. 
Fig. 19
Fig. 20 A Mughal Quilt, c. 1850
This later Mughal quilt from a private collection in Jaipur is from 
19th century India or possibly Safavid Persia. A rectangular form, 
the quilted cotton ground is embroidered with red, green, orange 
and gold/silver threads with a trellis design. The central lotus 
medallion sends out spiraling split-palmette leaves with elaborate 
floral terminals and is bordered by floral and foliate scrolls. A 
similar piece came up for auction at Sotheby’s, London in April 
2008. 
Given the provenance of the Jaipur piece, the origin of both 
quilts is most probably Ahmedabad, Gujarat. Although the 
ground color appears different, both quilts display the same 
miniscule, diagonally checked quilting. Comparing the inside 
of the floral borders, there is marked similarity of the ‘partial’ 
motifs and half-flowers. The same leaves, scrolling and flower 
designs are also seen in the ceiling details of Akbar’s tomb at 
Sikandra near Agra. 
Fig. 20
 Fig. 21 Mughal Bedcover c. 1855
This cotton quilt from Ahmedabad, Gujarat (c. 1855) is quilted 
with cotton thread and twisted cotton blue batting. A comparable 
piece is found at the Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
(Accession No. IS 5415.) The similarities include the use of the 
backstitch, blue batting, fringe design, size and overall pattern. 
The lyrical display of the paisley, zigzag geometry and materials 
also suggest these two pieces could have been created in the 
same workshop.
Fig. 21
Fig. 22-24 Sikandra, Tomb of Akbar the Great, Agra, 
Uttar Pradesh
Construction of this architectural masterpiece began in 1600 
by Akbar and was completed by his son Jahangir from 1605-
1613. The design details are similar to the quilts depicted here. 
Europeans traveling through and living in Agra would have 
undoubtedly been shown this magnum opus in progress and 
interpreted the style in the textiles they commissioned. 
       
Details
The quilts measure 100 to 120 inches in length and utilized 
layouts found in the ‘summer carpets’ used by the Mughals. 
Although of a later date, the two pieces in the Jaipur collection 
(Fig. 20&21) and the pieces up for auction at Sotheby’s show 
similar design forms. The materials were cotton and silk; both 
were used for the base fabric and the embroidery. 
Rosemary Crill of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
separates the quilts into three categories: 
1) A very heavy quilt made of cotton, embroidered with yellow 
tussar silk on a background quilted with the backstitch and the 
borders containing French knots 
2) A lighter weight textile used for garments where the quilted 
figures are worked in chain stitch but may be left empty inside 
3) Quilts done in yellow silk where either red or blue is used. 
This latter category is less prevalent and may have been 
produced in Portugal [or in Gujarat, where there was broader use 
of color.]
Quilts were also made of qutni, “a kind of satin made of half 
cotton and half silk. As for the quilts made at Samana near 
Patiala be made of ambarti or sehun as these fabrics proved to be 
more lasting.”57 Silk, cotton, jute and sometimes linen were used 
as the ground fabric while the embroidery was mostly created 
with tussar silk and occasionally cotton.
The layout of the Indo European quilts range from casual to very 
formal. The former is exemplified by a quilt (Accession No. 
322) in the Calico Museum, which contains an all over pattern 
of flowering creepers, animals, people and mythological figures. 
At first glance it appears to be a formal layout because of the 
controlled use of solid and linear motifs. An example of the latter 
is a hanging in the Museo Nazionale del Bargello Inventory 
Number C 2255 and has a very strict, formal and controlled 
layout. Both pieces are from the early 17th century and are 
attributed to Bengal. 
The Bargello quilt is chain stitched on a purple blue cotton 
ground, and the Calico one is on fine white cotton; both are 
stitched with tussar silk. The motifs are characteristic of these 
types of quilts and include themes from European and Eastern 
decorative arts and religion. The motifs borrow from a number 
57  Sangar, Satya Prakash, (1998) Indian Textiles in the Seventeenth 
Century, Reliance, New Delhi
of different sources: indigenous Indian designs, the reinterpreted 
Persian and European designs used in the Mughal courts and 
purer European designs – “Christian biblical sources and the 
repertory of Italian Renaissance ornament.” (Irwin) Later even 
Chinese motifs came via Europe in the form of the popular 
Chinoiserie. 
The division of the quilts into rectangles or registers with 
repeated concentric borders and central medallions is a form seen 
in many Indian textiles and the architecture of the period. The 
Virupaksha Temple ceiling displays not only a layout similar to 
the quilts, but also other elements worthy of consideration. To 
the right of a central lotus mandala there are encircled cameos. 
(Fig. 27) This design element is used in the quilts to highlight 
important portraits of nobility and personages. Other similar 
devices include the crowding of figures, the motifs used in 
dividing lines and borders, and the narrative quality in some of 
the registers portraying scenes from everyday life and those of 
the epics. Of particular interest is the central panel of the lower 
triptych. (Fig. 28) Here is found a caparisoned elephant and 
horse in a similar stance as seen in many quilts. Finally, there are 
number of mythic animals quite similar to those embroidered on 
many of the quilts.
The broad and diverse range of sources becomes obvious when 
collectively viewing these masterpieces of embroidery and 
quilting. As a product developed and produced over a hundred 
year period, these quilts certainly remain a testament to the 
creative adaptability of the Indian craftsman. It is far easier to 
identify the origins of the individual designs than to imagine the 
design process itself. 
When the Portuguese arrived, they undoubtedly saw textiles 
that sparked their imagination and reminded them of the colchas 
made in Portugal. Whether these were seen at the imperial 
courts or in the marketplace is unknown. However, embroidery 
was a sophisticated art form by the time the Portuguese became 
involved in the textile trade, and export quilts remained a 
mainstay long after their tenure in Bengal. 
It can be reasonably assumed that the design process developed 
over a period of time with its roots found indigenous 
embroideries. The influences from the imperial courts of 
Vijayanagar and the Mughal Empire are more likely to have been 
the ‘spark’ that ignited the Portuguese passion for embroidered 
Fig. 25 Accession No. 42, Calico Museum, Ahmedabad, Gujarat. 
The distinct differences between this piece and Fig. 26 are 
obvious. As with many of the quilts depicted here it calls to 
question the provenance of many of the Indo European quilts. 
More research is necessary to fully define what is referred to as 
the Satgaon quilts of Bengal.    
Fig. 26 Accession No. C 2255, Museo Nazionale del Bargello, 
Florence, Italy 
quilts. It is very possible that inspiration also emerged from 
the compositions characteristic of the native kantha of Bengal. 
Although these folk quilts, made for home use by untrained 
housewives, were different in many respects, the two genres 
share features that cannot go unmentioned. Primary among them 
are the combining of apparently disparate motifs, the stitching 
employed and the characteristic use of a central medallion. 
The degree to which royal quilts or rural kanthas influenced 
the Portuguese cannot be known, but it is fair to conclude that 
each contributed to the resulting textiles. For example, a quilt 
(Accession No. 32) in the Calico Museum is more naïve and 
lacks the formal structure of some of the other pieces, perhaps 
being made earlier in the design process; John Irwin dates it to 
the early 17th century. 
Conclusion
The Medieval period in India, marked by three disparate power 
groups, experienced a Renaissance in the arts and architecture. 
Despite the constant conflict between the Mughals in the north, 
the Vijayanagar Empire in the south and the onslaught of 
European colonials, the claim for empire precipitated a lavish 
display of wealth and power. Luxury goods rose to new heights, 
embellishing the glory and pride of indigenous and foreign rivals 
alike. 
Historically, cloth has been a hallmark of a culture, giving it a 
tangible identity. Whether a flag, clothes or furnishings, cloth 
is an immediate sign wealth and station. India’s long trade 
history in textiles put her in the position, at a time of great 
internal evolution, to transform the world’s textile industry. 
It was remarkable that internal strife led to increased creative 
adaptability and economic prowess. Industrialization and 
other factors unfortunately hampered these creative trends and 
reversed the economic dynamic. However, it is within this 
context that some of the most beautiful and unique textiles were 
produced; among them the Indo Portuguese quilts. 
The quilts produced at this distinctive time in history contained 
elements from around the globe and across the centuries. The 
wonder of their beauty attests to the creative genius of India’s 
craftsmen and is only increased by the mystery surrounding their 
provenance.
Fig. 27 (detail) Painted ceiling at the Virupaksha Temple, 
Vijayanagar, Hampi, Karnataka. This detail shows the use of 
cameos to set apart particular personages. This device is also 
seen in many of the Indo European quilts.  
Fig. 28 Painted ceiling at the Virupaksha Temple, Vijayanagar, 
Hampi, Karnataka. The layout of this ceiling panel is very 
similar to some of the Indo European quilt layouts with the 
central motif being replaced by a heraldic shield or a Christian 
biblical narrative. Also the dark vertical bands above the 
cornices and the horizontal band below center are seen in these 
quilts. The later being rendered in French knots.     
